reading challenged their attitudes or reinforced them, these women clearly drew emotional satisfaction and meaning for their lives. To acquire and devour books and other reading material, farm women had to overcome time constraints, financial limitations, and geographical barriers. The enthusiastic testimonials from those who did so call for an exploration of rural women's reading in the depression era. 1 In the 1930s, the Great Depression ravaged the nation's farm states, already afflicted by a decade-long agricultural crisis. South Dakota, with a rural population exceeding 80 percent, was particularly hard hit. Relentless drought, dust storms, grasshopper plagues, plummeting farm prices, and successive crop failures drove tens of thousands of South Dakotans from their farms and the state. Those who managed to remain on their land struggled under difficult conditions and a heavy workload. 2 Despite the increasing availability of labor-saving conveniences and devices, most rural households in South Dakota lacked such services as electricity, running water, central heating, and telephones during these distressed years. The farm woman's work week was arduous, averaging sixty-six hours according to a state survey in 1930. Even in households possessing modern technologies, the work week did not necessarily decrease. As South Dakota State College rural sociology professor Wendell F. Kumlien pointed out in 1941, the acquisition of home conveniences often meant that farm woman were merely enabled to do a more thorough job, rather than enjoying greater leisure. 3 Although each farm household was unique, with differing attitudes about work and leisure, societal and familial expectations for women were often extremely high, obliging indoor and outdoor work and perhaps even work off the farm. Household duties and the care of children were typically deemed of the highest importance, claiming women's primary attention. One overworked South Dakota woman articulated the commonly held, and keenly felt, desire for more free time: "Believe me, I would give a lot for just one hour of leisure out of twenty-four. I have two little folks to care for, and after I spend eight or nine hours a day at my outside work and another several hours trying to crowd in a day's work at home, I have no leisure to read stories to the children, to walk through leaf-strewn woods, to call on friends, scarcely time to read a good story now and then." 4 Despite farm women's long work hours, in fact in large measure because of them, advocates for women's welfare promoted activities like reading as essential. "Every woman, no matter how hard she must work, must pause at times for recreation, even though it may be only an occasional evening or a Sunday afternoon," prescribed Dagny Hinderaker, a women's club leader from Astoria, South Dakota, herself the mother of six children. "They will be more refreshed and have more new things to think about if they will sit down and read." Another Deuel County resident shared her growing conviction that "a mother can give too much for the good of her family," attesting to the benefits accruing from making time to relax and read. 5 Indeed, farm women did read. For women wary of neglecting household responsibilities, the pastime was more satisfactory for the whole family than recreational activities pursued away from the farm. Through farm women's pursuit of reading, children could be motivated to read as well. As one rural woman declared, it was good for a child "to grow up in . . . an atmosphere of contentment and times of relaxation when he can sit or lie down and read . . . with a mother handy to ask questions of if the reading gets deep." A number of farm women reported reading aloud to their children or with their husbands after the children had gone to bed. One woman related how her family had studied the Bible together the previous winter, while other farm women described the family practice of taking turns reading a book aloud and then discussing it together.
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Reading was especially vital in periods of adversity and depression, avowed a committed South Dakota reader in 1934. Books, she asserted, had the power to lift disheartened spirits and enable them to endure more bravely. In a 1930 survey, a group of South Dakota rural women identifying themselves as regular readers reported reading an average of six hours and thirty-two minutes a week. The words used to describe what they gained from this activity--"delight," "joy," and "inspiration"--were exceptional in a dismal time. "Those whose lives are the most humdrum may feel themselves lifted out of the ordinary into a more joyous phase of living," avowed one reader. A fellow farm woman from Minnesota reveled in the sense of enrichment and intellectual stimulation she received from reading. "Let's begin right now cultivating our brains," she urged in a letter to the Farmer's Wife, sister publication to the Farmer. "Let the floor go unswept if necessary; simplify your meals; but make time for reading, studying and thinking." 7 Potential competition to reading came with the radio and the movies, sparking debate over their impact on the quantity and quality of reading. For many South Dakota farm women, however, these increasingly popular diversions were out of reach. Almost half of farm families lacked a radio, and small town theaters were hard pressed to remain open during the depression years. "Too bad in a way," allowed a Farmer columnist. "But," he hastened to affirm, "you can see the world in the pages of a good book." 8 For Rose Tomsik Van Schaack, unable to afford a radio or other "luxuries," reading was a cherished means of escape and recreation. Through reading, the Mellette County farm woman found respite from the monotony and sense of hopelessness. Van Schaack eagerly looked forward to the biweekly meetings of her literary society and relished evenings spent reading books and magazines, including McCall's and the spine-tingling pulp magazine The Shadow, rotating these and other publications among family members. 9 The amount of time dedicated to reading and other recreational activities was of course dependent on many factors, including age, education, and personal circumstances. In a 1930s study of leisure-time activities of farm women in the North Central states, including South Dakota, Lucile Winifred Reynolds included only women thirty-five years and over on the assumption that free time of women with young children would be quite limited. The women Reynolds studied were also a rather select group in that they were seeking recognition as "Master Farm Homemakers" by The Farmer's Wife. Almost all the women reported reading, making it the most common leisure-time pursuit. Looking at the reading choices of farm women with varying educational levels, Reynolds found no great differences in the number of newspapers or magazines they subscribed to or the fiction they read. She noted, however, that the farm women who had attended college read twice as many books of nonfiction than those who had attended through eighth grade or less. Illiteracy was evidently not a significant factor among South Dakota farm women. Although perhaps over-reported, the 1935 South Dakota census showed a literary rate of over 99 percent. 10 Beyond limitations of time, age, or education, a key impact on reading for many rural South Dakotans was accessibility. Getting books and other reading materials to the thinly settled and remote reaches of South Dakota had always posed a challenge. By the 1920s and 1930s, ease of access had increased considerably, but the efforts required to obtain reading material were still appreciable. In a 1926 survey, farm families in Lake County, South Dakota, identified limited availability as the most important factor precluding their reading. In the survey, rural sociologist Kumlien found that just 38 percent of adults reported reading any books in the previous year, citing lack of access to libraries as the principal reason, followed by time constraints and the high cost of books. Many of these rural dwellers did read newspapers, farm journals, and magazines. family got any benefit from the county's library system, she replied promptly: "My stars, I guess so. . . . Our children bring books home by the armful, and three or four of us read them all before they go back. We read thirty to fifty books a year, but probably wouldn't have had any if it hadn't been for the county library. They would cost money to buy, and there is no place near by to get good ones." Supplementing the work of the home demonstration agents were volunteer leaders, taught by specialists at district or county training schools. 21 In 1930 South Dakota had a total of 87,050 farm women. The dire conditions of the depression reduced that figure to 76,048 over the next decade. During these years, home extension club membership (which included non-farm women as well) was variable, climbing ultimately from around ten thousand members in 1930 to over eighteen thousand in 1936, and ending the decade with around fourteen thousand members. For the rural women who chose not to affiliate with the clubs, the reasons varied. Some women felt they could not spare the time. Others did not join home extension clubs under the mistaken belief that they were ineligible or, as extension historian Dorothy Schwieder notes, under the impression that the clubs were "only interested in prosperous farm families, not in less fortunate ones." "They are for the leisure class," wrote a farm woman from Brown County. "I don't feel entitled to a half day a month for pleasure. . . . I don't need to burn up gasoline and desert my family to get inspiration. … All I can see in my mind's eye when I hear about these successful club women is a lot of overworked husbands and neglected children." She relied on magazines for ideas, she stated, and preferred to spend most of her time at home.
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Farm women who did participate in extension clubs, though, enthusiastically attested to the increased opportunities and motivations for themselves and their families. Several women wrote letters to the Dakota Farmer encouraging club membership. A mother of three reported that children were welcome at her club, while a mother of five from McCook County expressed her belief that farm women could surely manage their work and meals so they could be gone a few afternoons a month without any harm to the family. "In fact, they will all gain something," she maintained. "I think it a great pity that any club group has given anybody the impression that Homemaker's clubs are for the leisure class," declared another busy farm woman and mother, "for I think that is precisely what they are not." Noting that she liked "to get off the place once in a blue moon," she lauded the social benefits and useful information she gained from her club. Among the educational programs extension clubs offered were food selection and preparation, clothing, family economy, home furnishing, family relationships, community service, and recreation. The "Reading in the Home" project, along with music appreciation and dramatics, fell under recreation. sixty-seven tax-supported public libraries, five jointly sponsored by public and private agencies, and the rest sponsored and maintained by clubs. The state still had only four county libraries, and 69 percent of the total population lacked access to a local library.
29
As the call for library services and the interest in reading grew, the age and variety of books available to farm families was an ongoing issue. The commission's meager funding during the depression years was a source of frustration, leading it to lament the necessity of circulating "hundreds of books which really should be withdrawn because of their condition." Limited personal finances and the significant effort required to acquire new materials also contributed to the scarcity of recent books in rural households. Some farm women were unconcerned, proudly expressing a preference for older literature. "I have been reading with a great deal of pleasure an old copy of Jane Aust[e]n's Pride and Prejudice which I have had for about thirty-five years and for which I paid the small sum of thirty-five cents when we made a trip to the county seat one day," proclaimed one rural South Dakotan. "No other purchase of that far-off day is even remembered, but the little book still remains a treasured possession read over and over. It is only one of many that have given me a great deal of pleasure in the years gone by and will continue to do so as long as I live." Joy Keve Hauk of Haakon County similarly prized Pride and Prejudice, noting that she reread portions several times a year, finding it always new and its characters remarkably modern. "Human nature evidently has not changed a particle since then," she observed, "and one recognizes with delight characters that seem to have been drawn directly from among one's own friends and relatives." Her threadbare copy had been passed down through three generations. known respectively for writing Westerns, romantic fiction, mysteries, and historical novels. Familiar with circulation patterns at "our little city library," she reported that half of the loans were made by farm families in town on Saturday afternoons or evenings.
Also evidence of varied reading practices and intellectual curiosity, she noted, were farmers' frequent requests to the commission for technical and specialized books. "I. B.
A." concurred with Devoe on one point--the importance of farm journals and papers in influencing reading habits. She recommended that farm publications carry prominently placed book reviews and advertisements of books on "domestic activities, poultry raising, farming, etc., with fiction scattered in." Sandoz's Old Jules, the realistic, often gritty biography of the author's father. Old Jules is "magnificent," proclaimed the reader, "one of the best books it has ever been my privilege to read." But neither was she opposed to sentiment, as evidenced by her praise for Spring Came on Forever, Aldrich's latest idealized depiction of pioneer life.
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Pioneer and farm novels both reflected and resisted conservative domestic ideology.
Although accounts by authors such as Aldrich might reinforce traditional roles and expectations for women, other novels expanded gender roles. Works by Willa Cather, Ellen Glasgow, and Edna Ferber featured characters who were among the strongest female protagonists in popular novels. Farm women embraced that sense of independence and took pride in being worthy successors of these tenacious forebears. 48 Pioneer novels, then, fulfilled two key elements farm women sought from their reading: validation of their way of life and strengthened faith in their ability to cope.
Stereotypes and cultural bias were certainly present in many of these novels, as they were in other popular works of the era. An awareness and analysis of these elements, however--including the common, if unintentional, tendency to favor the predominant European American culture and failure to address the costs of the pioneering experience on other groups--largely belonged to a later era. Rather than probe into underlying ideologies and assumptions, farm women extracted from their reading that which met their emotional and social needs.
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Although farm women's selections emphasized the traditional and familiar over diversity and cultural inclusiveness, the lists of materials read and the emphasis of the "Reading in the Home" project on books from and about other countries reveal that the women did transcend their communities, cultures, and experiences through their reading. "It is surprising to note the interest which one takes in items in the newspapers pertaining to foreign countries as a result of the fact that we have studied about these countries," wrote one "Reading in the Home" participant. "This year's reading has made my world larger, or should I say smaller, as it has brought different classes of people closer to me," noted a club member from Turner County.
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This broadened perspective was among the many meaningful outcomes reading provided in the lives of rural women. Along with expanded awareness, reading brought pleasure, companionship, and a restored sense of hope. Reading in a variety of formats and literary genres, farm women satisfied their longing for recreation, inspiration, increased knowledge, and personal growth. In a testimony to the joy of reading, Myrna
Lyman spoke for many rural readers: "How many, many times I have been asked, 'Don't you get terribly lonely out there, so far from town, so isolated?' And always my answer has been, 'Never, so long as I can read!'" 51
